DOCDHSHT RESDHE 



ED 201 ^991 

aOTHOE / 
TITLE / 

instit/dtion 



SPONS AGENCY 
PDB DATE 
CONTRACT 
NOTE 

EDRS PRICE 
DESCRIPTORS 



IDENTIFIERS 



x.a:tx: 



Feynolds^ Ralph s.*; And Others 
ISaltural Schemata sn.d Readinx :ompreh=exsiaiv- 
Technical Report No-. 201, 

lc£±v Beranek ainx Fewmaiir Inp=?^v Cambiriogii ^ jSass, ; 
T^i rnoir Oniv. ^ HTrfeana. CentesT- xor. the Study of 
:iEeajding, 

!5ra±±onal Inst, of Zducat/ion • lED) , WasMiD5t::xn, avC- 
lor CI 
?i(HJ-76-01 16 

»??01/PC03 Plus Postage, 

EILack Dialects; *Black Students; ZoxpaiauiY^ 
P^^lysis; ^Cultural Influences; Grad<^ 5^ juai^r 
2c:iro:ols; ^Language Styles; Language dssge;; *Heaiiz:ng 
Ct:yiiiprehension; ^Reading Research* *isi:i-xe Stadentrs 
^^Sc&emata 



ABSTRACT 

:**.WiO ex:p:er iments investigat:ed the r^etarrzcniS^t p batrneen 
cultural schemata aird ieading comprehension- -Suirjedtrs 3ar tte first 
experiment if^xe 18:6 eighth grade students who a-tt^^^efi one oir five 
schools — tvD predom±iiately black inner-city school-s^ 
predominatel-f' white working class area schools ^ aa.d ^ f:ro^iCTnSrL^5i^^ 
white agrio^iiirurHlL area school- Subjects in the::-;S:ec:a3Q expetrfJKen:^"^ 
were 105 e^ixirrrh JC^ade students from a preioaninately rrd^BrJc ciXt school 
or from one cf tsnD^ predominately white agricultural ssc^ ^cltools^.. The 
subjects r^^- a -^sage that deals with an instance ::ce ^:BOnxdl^^'' or 



"playing titer dozHiiisv" a form of verbal ritual insult a&^Jialiy fO^i^pd in 
the black csanniiur±=:j. Black subjects tended to interpr:^ -the passage 
as being about play^ while white subjects tesdsad: u:£izerpret 

it as being ebout nhysical aggression. Scares on thejee-^-feve^^ling 
disambig^uities ai^ intru:slons and on an inference prsD*^ t^vx: shCD^ed a 
close relationshiro to the subjects' cultural backgrtj^csfi^- IDx^ ©fl^ence 
showed that cultSTHa sckemata^ can influence how pros t^fc^zsl is 
int'^.-rpreted- (FL>, 
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Abstracr 

Twc e.*s::2£riments investigated the relatiitrrr hi p hetiM^fin -i^li I u^tsO schemata 
i3rersding comprehension. Black and wh--^^ eighth jr^ers^-s -ead a 

pc^^=: that dealt with an instance of *^Si^Amdi lig''* or ^ : .^/i /firg Hhe 
dk>z^.^^ '^ a form of verbal, ri tual . i nsul t predomir.^>r.' ly to. ,drin the 
b^%ck community. Black subjects tended :tc i nteircpTrit iiyassage as 
bes3Tg about verbal play, whereas white smrjects trendeG ra i'nterpret it 
^5 hefrrg about physical aggression. Scores on thatie-rev^l i ng dis- 
^anifciguat ions and intrusions and on an i n fere nee pr>.xine ta^r; showed a , 
'ose relationship to the subjects* cultsral beci'cg round. The evidence 
hOMS that cultural scher^ata can i nf 1 ueJ^neihow ^'rose material is. 

int-:?erpTeted. The results were discuss^irn liiq:)<r»^ of atLeirots to make 

.e^irmg: materials and standardized tesr^^ terns free from cultural bias. 
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Culture Schemata and Reading Coup rehens Ion 

/ . _ 
'* ' /' • ^ 

Readers acqui re issning from text by i?n3^^.—fng: words- ani saenTtsrces 

.1 . : / . ■ . 

against' the backdrop cf their own persons' -y^^vleidge of the warlc Per"* 

sonal knowledge, in ttrrnj is conditioned^ j:^, sex, race, reliigrcr":, 

J 

nationality, occupation — in short, by a Ei^'HCi. 's culture. This paper 
contains an' explorat ion of the role of CLi^itur schemata in reading 
comprehension,, In its~iTOSt general for^ . ou-* "r!7pothesi s is that rulture 
Influences knowledge, beliefs, and valu^^; anc that knowledge, ilefs, 
and values influence cv^mprehension processes. There has been h airly 
large amour;it of research i,nvestigating secnnd of these 1 i r>4;^4, less 
research has included the first. 

A tradition of research which can-n:e traced to Bartlett (1932) has 
assessed the-ef feet of bel i ef s on the learning and rememberi ngrof infor- 
mation in brief texts, A recent example of research of this type is a 
study by Read and Rosson (Note 1). They used a questionnaire to Identify 
people who were either strongly for or strongly against nuclear power. 
Those identified were asked to read a passage about a fire at a nuclear 

power station , The results on a multiple choice test given irmiedlately ^ 

■ / ■ ■ _ ... . ' / 
after the passage showed little influence on beliefs. However, when the' 

test was delayed one or two weeks, people tended to distort the passage/ 

■ / " • • ' • / ■ • ' ■ / • 
^in a manner consistent with their beliefs. Subjects who favored nuclear 

/power were able to reject antinuclear statements which had no basis in/ 

/ ' ' ^ i 

the passage, but they tended to accept spurious, pronuclear statements. 
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Subjects who opposed nuclear power produced, the opposite pattern. Occa- 
sionaFN7£, studies ihave failed to find an influence:Df beliefs on text 
I nterpirsutati on. However, findings such as those of Read and Rosson 
are typical, provided subjects read lifelike prose iin a normal manner ' 
such that/their beliefs are actually engaged (cf. Sheppard, Note 2). 

Th^e/llnk to culture can be established only in research that in- 

1 ' ■ 

eludes 5^'ubjects vyi th different backgrounds. Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert, 

/ ■. ' 

and Gcjeiz (1977) completed an experiment that involved female music educa- 

tion majors and male physical education majors. They, read a passage that 

.could.be given either a prison break or a wrestling interpretation, ; 

and an^other passage that could be understood in terms of an evening of 

card playing or an evening of playing by a woodwind quartet. Scores on 

a disambiguating multiple choice test and theme- reveal i ng disambiguations 

and intrusions in free recall showed striking relationships to the 

subjects' background. Physical education'majors usual 1y gave a wrestling 

interpretation to the wrestling/prison break passage and a- card playing 

i'nterpretation to the music/card passage, whereas the reverse was true of 

/the music education majors. Most subjects gave each passage a distinct 
/ ■ ' . ' . . ■ 

/ interpretation, andrinost reported being unaware of an alternative while 

/ , " . ' 

I rea ding. 

By and large, replications of the Anderson et al. study have gotten 
the same results, except that in subsequent -i nvestigations a larger per- 
centage cf subjects have reported being cognizant while reading of other 
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possible interpretations of the passages. In addi tian,. 3S]:ogren and 
Timpson (1979) found that both the sex of the subjects and their college 
major are related to passage interpretation. Pratt, Krane, and Kendall 
(Note 3) demonstrated that when the passages are presented orally, the 
interpretation is affected by the intonation pattenr.. Finally, Carey, 
Hars.te, and Smith (l98l) showed that the extral i nguiistic context in which 
reading takes place plays a role in the i nterpretatran of the passages. 

Steffensen, Joag-dev, and Anderson (1979) have reported what appears 
to be the firmest empirical support for the hypothesis that cultural 
knowledge and bel ief influences what is comprehended from text. In re- 
search of this type (Bartlett, 1932 ; .Ki ntsch & Greene, 1978), subjects 
normally read two passages, one containing content fami 1 iar because of 
thd subjects* culture, the other containing content that is not familiar. 
The subjects usually recall more of the important propositions from the ^ 
story with a familiar cultural frame than the one with an unfamiliar 
frame. As Steffensen et al. point out, *The problem with . . . experiments 
of this type is that one cannot rule out thjs possibility that the foreign 
material is inherently more di f f icul t'* (p. 3).. Steffensen et al . used 

two groups of subjects, Indians (natives of India) and Americans. Each 

I 

group read tv» passages, one about a typical American wedding and one 
about a typical Indian wedding. Subjects read what 'for them was the 
native passage more rapidly, recalled a larger amount of Information 
from the native passage, produced more culturally appropriate elaborations 
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of the native passage, and produced more cul tura 1 1 y based distortions 

of the foreign passage. Whether recalling the native or foreign passage, 

subjects recalled more text elements rated as important by other subjects 

with the same cultural heritage. These results show the pervasive 

influence of cultural schemata on comprehension and memory. 

The research on cultural schemata has Implications for the education 

of minority children. Standardized tests, basal reading programs and ; 

' ' . ,. I* ■ 

contien^t area texts lean heavily on the conventional assumption that meaning 

is inherent in the words and structure of a discourse. When prior knowl- 
edge is required, it is assumed to be knowledge common to children from 
every background. When new information is introduced, it is assumed 
to be as accessible to one child as the next. The question that naturally 
arises is whether children from different subcultures can generally be 
assumed to bring to bear a common schema. 

Of course, it is one thing to show, as Steffensen, Joag-dev, and 
Anderson did, that readers f rom di stinctly different national cultures 
interpreted texts differently, and^quite another to find the same 
phenomenon among readers f rom di f f erent subcultures within the same 
country. In the United States, there is a good deal of cultural overlap 
among blacks, whites, Hispanics, native Americans, Protestants, Catholics, 
and Jews. Our saturation by the popular mass media would seem to ensure 
that children from all groups are exposed to the same ■ concepts and ideas. 
Yet differences among subcul tures do exist. Mi nori ty chi 1 dren have had 
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less opportunity to acquire the schemata of the majority cutlture because, 
for the young, the most accessible schemata are those of parents and 
peers. Moreover, chi Idren ..of ten have difficulty interpreting events 
from perspec\ive5 not naturally thei r own (Pi chert , 1975'; Schantz, 1975)- 
Thus, it is not safe simply to assume that when reading the same story 
children from every background will have the same amount of experience 
with the setting, ascribe the same goals and motives to characters, . 
assign the same significance to events, imagine the same sequence of 
actiohs, expect the same emotional reactions, or predict the same out- 
comes. , 

Thepresent research represented an i ni ti al empirical attempt to 
determine whether, despite the large amount of cultural overlap, differ- 
ences of sufficient magni tude exist among groups in the United States to 
have an important influence on text interpretation. Black and white 
subjects read a letter about a school incident that" could be interpreted 
as a fight or as an instance of ^'sounding.*' Sounding is a form of ritual 
insult predominantly found in the bl ack communi ty . Also called '^playing 
the dozens," "smashing," ahd "cracking," this activity is primarily 
engaged in by black .adolescent and preadolescent males and is likely to 
occur any place where there is a gathering of three or more. More than 
two persons are necessary -because there must be an audience to judge the 
"sounds." Although sometimes done solely for purposes of amusement, skill 
in this verbal ..art is one way to achieve status in a male-peer group. The 

" 9 
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object of the exercise is to gain the group's favor by means of insults 

which tend to involve close relatives (especially the mother) and which 

make derogatory allusions to the poverty, physical attributes^, or sexual \ 

behavior of the relative. Labov (1972) provides several examples in his 

article **Rules for Flitual Insults." Following are. two excerpts: 

At least my mother ain't no rai 1 road track, laid all over the 
country. ' 

. Your mother so bj/ack, she sweat chocolate. 

According to Laboy/ritual insults do occur in white peer groups but the 

forms and U>p\cs are relatively 1 L-v . vi-'ui the activity does not occupy 

any considerable time for the grotni^ 

"^It was expected that black subjects Hiar with sounding would 

interpret the letter as featuring an example of this behavior. Whites, 

unfamiliar with the verbal activity, were expected to interpret the 

letter as being about a fight. ^ 

Experiment 1 

Method 

Subjects . The subjects were 186 eighth-grade students, approximately 
half girls and half boys. The children attended one of five schools; four 
were parochial schools located in the Chicago inner-city area, and one was 
in a small Illinois town.'^ Two of the Chicago schpols drew students from 
predominantly black working-class areas (n^= S5\ and two drew from pre- 
dominantly white working-class areas (n_ = 70). The rural Illinois school 
drew from a white agricultural area (n^= 6l). = 
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events of a school 
the school cafeter 
expected that this 



Materials . |he experimental text was a ^95-word letter allegedly 

written by a boy \p a frie^nd who had moved away. The letter described the 

day. The critical section was about an episode in 

a. Depending on the reader's perspective, it was 

episode would be interpreted as an actual fight or as 

an instance of sour^ding. The section of -the letter deal Ing with the lunch 

line encounter read \as follows: 

Classes went at their usual slow pace through the morning so 
at noon my friend Bubba and me were really ready for lunch. 
We got into line behind Sam and Tony. As usual the line was 
moving pretty slowj and we were all getting pretty restless. 
Bubba accidentally bumped into me from behind and I almost 
knocked both Sam and Tony down. I thought everything was 
cool but all of a sudden Tony turned around and sounded on 
me. He said, *'Hey, Bob! What you doin' mah? Don't you 
know that niggers belong in the backl" Everyone laughed, 
but they laughed oven harder when I shot back, "Oh, yeah? 
Vtell, at isast I don't have to go behind the roaches which 
is what you have to do to get any food at your housel" We 
really got into it then. The dozens were flying.- After a 
while more people got involved — ^, 5, then 6. It v/as a 
riot. People helping out anyone who seemed to be getting 
the worst of | the deal. All of a/sudden Mr. Reynolds the 
gym teacher came over to try to quiet things down. 

Subjects completed a probe task that consistea of ^3 sentences. 

Accompanying each probe sentence was a four-point rating scale adapted 

from the work of Goetz (1979). It was constructed so that the subjects 
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could indicate whether or not they thought the probe statement had 
actually appeared in the story. Subjects circled one of four options 
indicating that the probe statement was: (1) said in the same words as 
the letter, (2) not said in the letter b^ut must be true, (3) not said 
In the letter but could be true, (4) not said inior implied by the 
letter. . 

Probes were designed to investigate nine different aspects of the 
letter rangingjfrom the events in the' cafeteria to the kinds of chores 
the letter writer did before he went to school. Only the probes about 
the cafeteria^episode led to clear-cut; results and only these will be 
discussed in'this paper. It should be emphasized that none of the probe 
sentences actually appeared in the letter. instead, the probes represented 
inferences that might be made about events described in the letter. 

D esign and procedure . The design involved two factors, sex and 
cultural background (i nner-ci ty 1) lack , i nner-ci ty whi te , and rural white). 
Each group was expected to read the experimental, letter, summarize it in 
the! r own words, complete the probe booklet, and fill out the questionnaire. 
The dependent measures of interest v^ere th3 overall interpretation given 
to the story, the intrusions and disambiguations that appeared in the 
. sumnaries, and responses to the probe test. 

Subjects participated In their own classrooms in groups ranging in 
size from 18 to 37. Each group received two experimental booklets. The 
first booklet included a cover sheet , readi ng and •summar i zation instructions. 
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■the letter, a vocabulary test, the questionnaire, and three filler tasks. 
The students were told to fill out the cover sheet and then to rea^J ithe 
instructions carefully as the experimenter read aloud. The instructions 
told the children that they would be given a short letter to read at 
rtheir own pace. Students were cautioned to read carefully because 
they would be *'asked questions about the letter later.'* The students 
then. read the letter. Those who finished early were allowed to work 
on the' first of the filler tasks. while the rest of the group finished. . 
Air of the studjents were then given five minutes to complete as much as they, 
could of a 50-"question\ vocabulary test.* ^ ' 

Next the sCimmary instructions were given. These instructions stated, 
that a good summary contains " all of those key ideas and only those key 
ideas" necessary for' someone to get the meaning of the entire passage. 
The subjects were told that they, could use the^ir own words and that their 
summaries should contain abouc 100 words. Subjects were^ al lowed to' wri te 
their summaries at the i r .own speed . Students who'finished quickly were 
given a second filler task to do. 

When all of the subjects had completed the summary task, the probe 
task was Introduced. The rat Ing sea le was explained J n detail, and sub- • 
jects were asked to apply it to an example. V/hen the students had 
completed the example and ihdt cated that they understood the task, they 
proceeded through the probe booklet at their own pace. ' ^ 

The f\nrj] part of the experiment was a questionnaire asking about the " 
students.^: attitude toward the experiment , thei r knowledge of sounding ^. and 
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their understanding of the letter. When students finished the question- 
naire, they did a final filler task unti 1' al 1 students in the group had 
finsihed. The purposes of the study were then briefly explained to the 
students and the experiment was concluded. 

Resul ts / 

- Probe task * A preliminary analysis of variance was performed on the 
probe data using Cultural Background (inner-city black, inner-ci ty white, 
rural white) and Grder (A random orderings of probes) as between- groups 
fact6rs.( The order variable was not significant, < 1 , and did not . 
interact with any other fattors; hencfe it was dropped from subsequent ' 
-analyses. - , 

The analyses for the probe data were performed using Cultural Back- 
ground and Sex as between-g roup factors-. Probe Type (sounding or fight) 
was a within-subject factor. The analysis revealed a large main effect 
for Probe Type> £(1 , 180) = ^^^2.82, £ < iOl, ^hd a small but signifi cant 
Culture X Probe Type i nteract ion, £(2,' 1 80) = 6.2h, .01. Table 1 con- 
tains the mean ratings given to the. sound i ng and fight probes. The city 
and rural white groups were pool ed . because there was.no difference between 
them. As can be seen, the.-main effect was due to statements reflecting 
the fight .Interpretation being rated as more likely to have appeared in 
the letter than sounding statements. The i nte ract ion resul ted from blacks 
rating sounding statements slightly more likely and fight statements as 
slightly less likely than wHiteSi . 



Cultural Schemata and Reading Comprehension 
I 12 

Insert Table 1 about here. 

Theme analysi s . The summaries were read by two independent judges 
and rated as to whether ^hey refl^ected a fight or a verbal .interplay Inter- 
pretation. The verbal interplay category included, but was not limited 
to, specific identification of the lunch line episode as an instance of • 
sounding. Otherwise, the scoring would have begged the quest ion, s i nee 
Vew white subjects would have been able to make this specific identlfica- 
tibn. With the exception of a few additional interpretations such as 
an sngry argument, the summaries included in the category labeled %ther"' 
were primarily of.:an indeterminate theme, mirroring the ambiguous na'ture, 
of the passage. The rel i abM i ty between the two raters was \95 . ;1 

An analysis of the theme ratings indicated that verbal interplay 
interpretations, were' more frequent among blacks, while fight interpretations 
were more frequent among whFtes, x (2) = 18.6,. £ < .01. Table 2 shows 
:the proportions: 

Insert, Table 2 about here. " ^ 

Disambiguations and intrusions . > An: ana lysi s^ was made. of 'disambigua- 
tions and intrusions in the summaries. (This .analysi s, it should be 
mentioned, was not independent of ' the theme ana lys i s ^reported above.) 

Adisambiguation was defined.as a paraphrase of an idea that revealed 
the subject's underlying interpretation. A theme- re vea 1 ing intrusion was 
scored when a phrase or sent;ence not -directly related to any proposition 
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in a passage was included in the recall. Two independent raters scored 
the protocols for disambiguations and intrusions. They agreed on 

the scoring decisions. | 

■ ■ ■ I - ' 

Insert' Table 3 about here. 

. ^ ■■ r ^ : 

The disambiguations and intrusijons were dividedMnto three categories: 
fight, sounding, and-race. Table 3 gives some examples of each type. 

■ ■ ■ I ■ • ' ! ■ ^ . . • 

The fight category contained disambiguations and intrusions that . 
reflected incidences of physical aggression. The sounding category in- 
volved elaboration^ on the th^me= pf verbal play, The race disamb i guatior^s 
consisted of how the word and/or euphemisms for the word ''nigger'*, were 
used (see Holt, 1972) and a few other racial intrusions. The results . ' 
revealed a significant interaction between Cultural Background and Sex, 
T(2,180) — 3.30, £^ < .05, for f ight di samblguati.,ons and in trus ions This ' 
appeared be;ca use of- the low frequency of fi ght' interpretations -among 
black males. There were no other significant differences.,,^ 

Amount oiF i nformation . . For purposes of evaluating the amount of 
text information reproduced in the summa ri es , . the letter was divided 
into 93 idea units. Two independent raters s'coVed the. subjects ' proto-;; 
cols for the presence, or absence of individual idea units. They agreed 
on 96% of the scoring decisions'. :Signif icaqt main effects were found 
for Cultural Group, F^(2, 1 80) = 3.60, < .05, and Sex F(2,180) = 12.35, 
£^ < .01. There, was more information"" reproduced in the summaries of whites • 
and females. ' - ' . 
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Discussion 
p- 

The results obtained from Experiment 1 indicated that -the subjects* 
In'^terpretat ions of the cafeteria incident as either ritual insulting or 

a fight were^ related to cul tural ly based knowr.edge and beliefs. However, 

1 

even amo -g blacks the incident was often interpreted as a fight. We 
judged that more accurate and stronger r^sul ts coul d be obtai ned if the 
materials were improved and confusing elements of the task were eliminated. 
V/ith this in mind, two experimenters, one white female and one black 
female, went to an jnner-city school in St.^ Louis, Missouri, and inter- 
viewed children- about their interpretation. Blaqk and white female i 
expe'rimenterV were used because studies have shown that subjects /express" 
themselves more openly ,s th female experi mente'rs of the same race i " 

(Cas.ci'ani « 1978; Grantham, ;i 973).' ' > 

The subjects were 31 jsighth-grade /students , apprpximat'ely half black 
and half white. The* students were tested individually in a ..room separate 
from their classroom. The first task was to re^d the same experir^ental i 
text -as was used !n Experiment 1 After the student finished reading,, I 
•.the remainder o^f' the session was^ recorded. Oral protocoT's were recorded 
Instead of written cries, because chl Itlren may not write down everything 
they know; and we, felt that the oral mode would'make It easier to probe- 
areas oIf possible confusion oh ambiguity In order to more'di rectly assess 
^ ^' subjects' Interpretation of the passage. Once the tape recorder was 
on, students were asked several questions about their faml ly, . school ,' and 
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free-t?me activities which provided background information and served as ^ 
a tiller task. The experimenter then 'asked for an oral recall of the 
story. After the recall several probe questions were asked, some of 

-I. ; 

which specifically sought to determine the subjects* interpretation of 
the cafeteria incident. The entire session usually lasted approximately 
15 minutes. 

The interviews suggested that phrases, such, as "accidentally bumped" 
and "knocked down," implied physical ac^i^-ession.. Also the use of the 
term "nigger," a 1 though es tab 1 5 shed as srr: acceptable In-group form of ' 
address, in conjunction with 1f.ne phrases of physl ca 1 ^^^aggress ion implied 
a b 1 ack/whrite^ confrontation'! . Therefore, the term and phrases were deleted. 
Terms referring directly to the act I vi ty of souruJing , such as "cgppin" ^ 
(St. Louis) or "checkl n" (MemphI s) , were*not used this, time, since it 
might be argued that the .results would hFnge simply on the differential 
knowledge black and white children Have of these key vocabulary Items. ^ ? 
To avoid character confusion; only two names r^were provided for characters 
in the letter,, as compared tp the four 1n the version used in Experiment 1. 
Ffrally^ many chl Idren. had difficulty writing a sunnmary; so in: Experiment 2 
complete recal 1 of the letter was' asked for.\ 

^Experiment 2 ' [ 
Method . c > » 

Subjects. The subjects were 105 eighth grade-students , approximatel y 
half girls and half boys. Nine students were dropped f rom.analysTs because 



/ 
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their recall and probe data suggested that they did not seriously attend 
to the task. The children attended one of three schools, located /in 
Memphis, Tennessee; Mahomet, Illinois; and Ogden, Illinois^/ The Memphis 

school drew students from a black working-class area (jl = /5^), and the 

/ 

/ 

two Illinois schools drew from a white agricultural area /(n_ = 51). 

Materials . There were two experimental . -booklet's . The first booklet 

was essentially the same as that used in Experiment 1 except for the modi 

fications in the experimental text made, as a result of the findings of / . 

Experiment 1 and the interview study. The revised section of. the letter 

•deal ing^wi th the lunch line encounter read as follows: 

Classes went at theii r usual slow pace through the, morning, so 
. at noon I was really r.eady fpr lunch. I ^ot in line behind 
Bubba. As usual the line was moving pretty slow 'and we were 
all. getting ^pr'etty restless. For a -little action" Bubba turned 

. around and; said, "Hey,' Sam J What you^doin' man? You ^so ugly 
that whenrthe doctor del i ve red .you .he slapped/your facei" 
Everyone laughed, daut they laughed even harder when I shot back-, 

' "Oh .yeah? Well, you so ugly th^e doctor turned around and . 
sVapped yb'ur mommaJ" It got . even wi 1 der when Bubba said,' 
"Well, man, at least my daddy ain't no girl scout J" .We really , 
got into it'theh. After a. while more people got involved-- ;;. 
h\ 5, then 6. It was a riotl People helping out anyone who 
seemed.; to be getting the worst of the deal . :,Al 1 of a sudden 
Mr., Reynolds the gym teacher came over to try to quiet thing.s 
down . , " » 
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The second booklet contained the probe statements. Each^ of the 29 

■ ' ■ / I ■ - ' 

probe sentences was accoqripanied by the four-point rating scale. Thirteen 



size, from 20 to 35. Each gVoup 



probe statements were del eted / f rom the original probe booklet because they 

■ ■ / i . ^ • 

were no longer relevant to the modified passage,. 

•/ ^. . . . 

. Design and procedure . There was a two-way factorial design involving 
sex and cultural background/ Each group was expected to read theexperi- 
mental letter , write as complete .a recall as possible, complete-ithe probe 
booklet, and fill out, the questionnai, re . The- dependent measures of 
interest were the overall' i nte rpretatJon given to the story, the Intrusipris 
and disambiguations that the suBjects included in the recall protocols , 
and responses to the probe test. . , 

.^Subjects-participated in theiroWn classrooms I n groups r/anging in 

received two expe rlmenta 1 bopklets. The 
subjects' first task was to. read the entire letter, contained in the first 
booklet, and then to write down as much of theMetter as they could remember 
.This procedure differed from thai of E>;periment } in t:hat it was empha-- ; 
sized that they were to "wri.te down every bit of the;-letter" that they 
could remember. Subjects were. asked to use the same words that were in 
the letter if possible.' If not, theyxould use thei r own words . No 
limit was put on the recall/ and the subjects were allowed to write, at : 
ctheir own speed. Students who. finished quickly were given a filler task . 

to do... A ■ / . ' \ ■ , " ' '' 

When all ofr.the subjects had completed the recal 1 task, the probe 
task was Introduced,. As i n. Experiment'^ 1 , to'ensure that ^the-'students 
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understood what they were to do in this phase of the experiment, a simple 
example was constructed to illustrate what each category meant. When the 
students had completed the example and indicated that they understood the » 
task, they proceeded through the probe booklets at their own pace. 

The final part of the experiment was devoted to a questionnaire that 
asked about the students' attitude toward the experiment, knowledge about 
sounding, and understandi ng of. the letter. When students finished the 
ques tifohna ire i ..they di.d a f inal f i 1 Ter task unti 1 all students J n . the ^ 
group had .fini shied. Jhe purposes of the .study- were then brief ly explained , 
to the students andi. the experimen.t was 'concl dded. 

Resul ts ' • . ^ ^' , . ^ ' ' ^ 

I . Performance on probe task . An unWeighted means analysis of variance- * 

was performed oh' the ,pjobe- dat^ usi ng, .Cul tural Background (black vs. white) 

^ — / ' ■■ ' ■/■" , ■ ■ ■ 

arid Sex a§. between subjects factors and^Probe Type'(fight vs. sounding) 
as a wi thin-subject factor. The dependent measure was the subjects' 
rating as to whether or not the probe had^'actual ly appeared in the experi- 
mental; passage. There Were no s i gni f i cant mai n effects, but the Culture X' 
Prob^e Type interaction was significant'; £(1,92) = 52-92, £ < -01. ; Table " 
h shows \t he mean ratings given to'sounding and ■ fights, probes by the two 
cultural groups. Na other i:esults reached sj'|ni,f ' \^ ^ 

I -^^^ ; ' ' ■ ' 

' , Insert Table k about here. 
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Theme analysis . Subjects' recall protocols were read by two inde- 
pendent scorers and rated as to whether they reflected a fight or a 
verbal interplay interpretation. ' The reliability between these two 

raters was 95^. Ratings of the theme were related to the child's culture, 
2 

X (2) = 16.8, £^ < .01, as can be seen in Table 5.; 

Insert Table 5 about here. 

(. - ■ 1 

Disambiguations and intrusions . Using theVsame def i ni tionof disam-/. 

■ ■ .. . ■ . ^ r " ■ • i ' < ' ■ ' / 

b'iguations and intrusions that were used in Experiment 1, two J nd.ependent 
, raters- scored 'the subjects*' recal 1 protocols. J They agreed on 96^ of the 
scoring decisions. Unweighted means analyses- of variance were then per- 
formed' us ing CuUiiral Backg round. Sex, and Type of Expression (fight or /' 
"'verbal interplay) for both disambiguations and intrusions. For disambigua- 
tions, only th^ Cul ture X Type of Expression i nteraction was significant. ' 
£(1,92) = 1^.07,5£^ <: .01 . For intrusions, a significant main effecf was 

,-' ' * ■ f." ■ -. ' 

found for Type of Expresj^ion, F_(l,92)' = A. 80, £ < .05, and the Culture X 
Type of Expression i nteract ion was al so significanty £(l ^92) ="6.57, ; ' 
ej']p^ < .01.: The Type of Expression effect was'due to, more sounding intru-' 
siops than fight. Intrusions. The interactions appeared because blacks 
produced more soUndingMhtrusions and di sambiguatlons, whereas whites pro- 
duced more fight intrusions and disambiguations.;" ^ ^ 

No systematic analysis of amount. of recall was done i n, Experiment 2. • 
However, our impression is that whites and females recalled more text 
Information,,., ^ ' ^ 
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General Discussion , . 



Evidence obtained from the recognition probes, theme analysis, and . 
disambiguations and intrusions In both experiments Indicated that 
subjects' perceptions of the cafeteria incident as either ritual insulting 
or a fight was related to rcul tural ly based knowledge and belief. The 
fol lowi ng probes , reflect ing a sounding interpretation, were rated closer 

to the text. by black subjects than by white subjects.. 

\ ■ >: ■ ' ' ' ' ' ' ■ . - ■ ' 

•\ Hr* Sanderson made the boys stay after school for a week because 

\ he had warned them about, loud tal ki ng ea rl i er >.>. 

' * Ag ob .arid the other guys were just laucihing and joking arbund > 

Rating^s by black, and white subjects, reversed for the fol lowi ng , which 



reflected a misunderstanding of the-eveht i n the^ text ; 



' Bob\and Tony got in. trouble because they were fighting in the 

cafeteria.^ - " 

• \ . . .. . ■ ■ ' ' 

Mr. Reynolds had to break up^the fight . /. . 

None of these four probes was, in fact ^ present in, the original passage. 

^ ^ \ ■ • ■ ' " . . - ^ .- '. 

• "Subjects' expansions of. the. text also showed the influence of cultural 
schemata. In the passage used in Experiment 1, the fi<rst sound involved .. 



the archetypal racist situation of^ blacks being forced to the end of the 
line:.' ^ . \ . ' " 

Hey Bob.^^■What^^^^^^ man? DonVt you know that niggers belong 

in tile, backl ' , ^ 

There. were a number of' distortions that. reflected similar sorts of segre- 

' ' . ' ■ -"^ 

gation practices. For example, one "subject recal led ; 
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#85 WF: Tony turned around and said I was supposed to stand in 
"back of him because.of my color. 

A more complex intrusion involved the ! nf erence that the-wri ter was bussed 

to school, which was in itself a distortion of the statement in the 

orlginal^.text , "We barely caught our ride . . ." The protocol read: 

#^9 BF: Coming home they had some trouble. They got the bus as 
usual. When it was crowded a boy replied, I thought 
black people was supposed to sltjin the back of the bus. 

A surprising number of informants saw the addressee ""as actual ly accepting 

this racist insult and moving to the end of the 1 ine : , . ' . 

^ #3A BF: . . . and said. Nigger, you should,. be In the back. And 
y " he went to the' back. Then everyone ajtarted to laugh . . ^ 

.lt..should be notedithat two of these examples are drawn from black s lib- 

jects. . ■■ ^ 

The second sound in the text used in Experiment 1 was a well-formed . 

one since* the speaker seized the theme of being in the back of the l ine and y 

elaborated it to his antagonist's disadvantage. The text^read': • 

Well , at least- I don't^'have to, go behind the roaches which is what 
A you have to do to 'get any food at your house! 

While many of our subjects remembered the first insult, many forgot the 

successful response^-in spite of the' fact that it was an appropriate sequel 

on'the basis of i ts "gramma ti cal structure and semantic content. Some of. 

the distortions incl uded: 

#69 WM: Then Bob answered Tony by implying that his mom's food 
. ..V had> roaches . < ^ . - ' 
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#71 WM: I told him he eats cockroaches. 

These subjects remembered only that cockroaches were mentioned and produced 

stereotyped retorts. 

\, One black subject demonstrated a clear understanding of the sounding 

event through his use of the term "signifying:" 

#55 BM: Bob fell into two other boys- One of them got mad, and 

started to signify on Bob. Not to be out-done Bob jumped 
bac^: on the boy's case. Then others started to join in 
on the signifying. " 

Kpchman (l972/p. 256) ]pdi njts but that although ^'signifying" has different^ 

meanings- elsewhere' ?n t'he country, in Chicago the term is a synonym for 

sounding. A white male; used the term '^dozens" as ,3: quantifier, which • 

showed equally well thalt he, did not understand .the speecn event: 

#5^ WM: In the lunch period Bubba made a remark that I, didh't 

Jlkk. Th^en, the fists were flying by' the dozens . ' 

' 5 . . ' '"^ ■ . 

There was a tendency oh the'^part of both black and white subject*; to 
give the passage used i'n Experiment 1 a ragist. interpi^etation, so/netlmes a. 
violent one* We attri blited this to the use of the term"nigger;' which was 
' i ntended, as an i nverted; te nrn /Jsymbol i zi ng group sol i dari ty . / In her paper,. 

- ' ■ ■' I .; . ■ ;^ . ^ . ' , 

• "'Inversion' in Bl ack Gommuni cat ion ,'/ Hoi t (l 972) analyzes the use of 
derogatory epithets by jthe referenced "group as. a form of J ingui sti c" sur- 
vival. In a system -in. which the black person was a chattel , the process 
of giying reverse mean ilngs to words- and phrases of'white speecK>was a- , 
means of resistance against the domi hant population. Holt states: 
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... the most "soulful" terms or referents in black usage today 
are those which traditionally have bee'n the symbols of oppres- 
sion. Take the word "nigger" as the prime example. When used 
by whites it has only one meaning, though the degree of degrada- 
tion may vary with the users. When used by blacks, the word is " 
often used as a term, of affection, admiration, approval; it is 
a word of positive connotation, a contradiction of loriginal 
Intent (.1972, p. 15^). /, " - ' 

As one would predict, there were widely differing responses across ■ 

cultural group and sex which could be related to differences, in the. - 

■ ■ ' . ■ ■ • ' ' '■ . 

affective loading of , the term "nigger." Protocol s were examined f;or 
four different categories of expressioh. The f i rst cons i sted of those , 
in which the term was not mentioned at all ; the second consisted of 
"euphemisms ("black people," "negroes"); the third, of expandefl euphemisms ' 
("made a remark concerning hisocolor"); and ^the^ fourth , of the term - 

^'tseif. - ; - ' - , •■ ^ ' " 

Black males were most inclined to omit.the term^ completely (58^) 
and were also least inclined to use euphemisms (19^), whlle.black females - 
were second in these/;two .categories. (35^, and 30^, respectively) . Whjte 
males and females were highly inclined to resort to euphemisms (^1^ and 
42°o, respect'J verily) . This distribution suggests ..that black s^ubjects per- 
ceived " "ni gger"''^as an inverted form and either used it or omitted it,' but \ 
did not feel that a euphemism was called -for.' White subjects were not aware 
of this reversal in values and resorted to various means to amelii orate the 

.stigma they felt it entailed. ,c^> . ' '\ ' i / 

■ '■ ir ' ■ - ■ .. ' ' ■ . i ■ ■ : ■ 
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However, there were problems with the use of this term in the original 

text. First, there was some evidence that interpreting the event as a 

black/white confrontation, often with overtones of physi cal . viol ence , 

obscured the cross-cultural difference of interest— fami 1 i ari ty with the 

hi ghly sty 1 i zed and verbally demanding behavior of ritual insulting. 

Second, the individual interviews suggested that the term "nigger" was 

used in a way which may have blocked an Inverted reading even on the part 

of black subjects, despite the distribution of responses that was found. 

Subjects indicated that an inverted reading would have been possible if 

the term had been used as a form of address, i.e., "Nigger, don't you 

know you belong in the backl" but was not when the term was used 

referential ly. Obviously, i ntonation i s of .cruel al importance for con- 

veying the correct meaning. 

In Experiment 2, when the term "niyger" and vague references which 

could be Interpreted as physical aggression were dropped, more pronounced 

differences between inner-city blacks and rural whites were found. In 

the recall protocols, black subjects remembered that what was going on in 

the cafeteria was "just for fun" and that the teachers "tried to help 

stop the noise" but could not, so the students ended ur i n 'the p ri nci pa 1 .' s 

' . office. One black male said: 

#69 BM: Than [sic] everybody tried to get on the person side 
that joke were the besit. \, 

This is probably, a more accurate reflection of what really goes on in most 

sounding events th^n the statement in the text.: "People helping but anyone 

mc 
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who seemed to be getting the worst of the deal J' Another subject used 
the local term "checking'* In his recall. V/hite subjects, on the other 
hand, showed a tendency to describe the event as "horrible,** said that 
the two participants 'V/ere both angry,*' and generally recalled the event 
as a f I ght : 

#025 WM: Soon there Wr^s a riot all the kids were fighting. 

#011 WF: Me and Bubba agreed to fi ni'sh our fight later,..off . 

the school , ground. ' ' 

Responses to the defcrriefing questions showed that black subjects 

,were more likely to think the episode involved friends (81%) than were 

white subjects (58%). A greater percentage of white subjects {k3%) 

thought observers in the story laughed because there was a fight than 

did black subjects (15%). 

... ■ . ,\ ' 

A cultural basis fjor differences in reading comprehension v/as also 
supported by. responses to the probe staten)ents and by the theme ratings 
abstracted from-subj ects * protocol s . When only male subjects are con- 
sidered, the results are even stronger. This supports the claim that the 
text is tapping a real cultural di f fe renc^ s i nee sounding is found pri- 
marily in male groups. In no protocol s .was the cafeteria episode given 
an interracial i nterpretat ion, a 1 though in the debriefing questions, when 

subjects were asked to select race, the majority indicated that both 

•••• * ■/ .-■ ' ^ ' «■ ' . 

blacks and whites were involved. / 

There were* indications of other di f ferences , I n the knowledge and 



assumptions of the two groups in the recall protocols. A number of 
black subjects changed the vague text'ual reference to punishment ( Boyl 
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Did I get i t when I got home .) to a '*wh i ppl ng > whuppi ng '^^ whooping 
White , subjects made references to the scolding they would receive if they 
did not complete their chore. These expansions probably reflect differ- 
ences in patterns of family d i^sci pi i ne . . ' ^ 

Implications for Schooling 

It had been suggested (^nderson, 1977; Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert, 
S Goetz; 1977) that some of the reading problems minority chi 1 dren have 
might be attributable to mismatches between their subculture and the cul- 
ture of the white middle-class people who generally write their textbooks, 
it is clear from the recall protocols and responses to the probes that 
hlacl< aad whi te chi 1 dren had very different impressions of what occurred 
\vi the experimental passage. In this case one could say that it was the 
white children who misinterpreted the text. This reverses the usual 
state of affairs in which it is the black child who is counted wrong for 
his interpretations of material that presupposes knowledge he does not 
possess and values he does not hold. 

Effects of culture were observed in present research using material 
deliberately selected because it was culturally loaded. Presumabl^^ most 

of the publishing i ndustry it ri es very hard to avoid cultural bias. Thus, 

I ■ 

one may wonder how much school material there is that will give minority 
children trouble because of its majori ty- cul ture loading. 

__Attempts-to-assay-cul tural~biTs"Tn ^^^^^^ are not. new. In 19^7, the 
American Council on Education found that textbooks were "distressingly 
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inadequate, inappropriate, and even damaging to^-intergroup relations" 
(cited in Simms, 1975). In I960, the Anti-Defamation League noted some 

. Improvement but' found that minorities were stilly not realistically por- 
trayed in most .social studies texts (Marcus, 1961; cited..jn 5imms, 1975). 
Simms (1975) has described bias in texts in terms of errors of commission 
and omission. The first type involves stereotyping, ethnocentri sm, and 
prejudicial statements and caricatures that demean minori ti es . The'second 

' type can be characterized as "much more subtle and insidious" because it 
involves all that is left out. This Includes the contributions made to 
American cul ture .by mi ilori ty ethn i c groups. Such a bias results in both 
a failure to provide' the minority child with positive models and the mis- 
educatjon of the majority child. Jackson (Note. ^) , in his review, "Trends 
In Publishing for Ethnic Studies," argues that many text and trade books 
still degrade. minori ties. However, with the grbwth of publishing houses 
control led by mi nori ty . members and , perhaps, because more minority persons 
are employed in the publishing industry at large, the quality of the 
cultural: content of materials is judged to be improving. 

Most analyses of possible cultural bias in school materials have been 
sociopolitical in character. Analysts have worried about such matters as 
whether the portrayal of minori tres is fair, whether the minority !^]^Jd 
wMJ^develop pride- in his 'ethni^c^^^ and whether the minority child 

will sustain an interest in stories that always take the majority culture 
perspective.^ Few studies have tried to' find out if minority children find 
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school material difficult to understand because of cultural mismatch. 
Fewer still have gathered data that trace a misunderstanding to a cultural 
origin. . ' < 

the exceptions of. which we are aware invplyed performance on reading 
comprehension tests, perhaps because tests offer a ready performance 
criterion. Nix and Schwarz (1979) interviewed 10 inner-city high school 
students, asking them to explain answers to test questions. The, finding 
was that these students , brought to- bear a different system of assumptions 
than members of the majority culture. This led them to answers which 
were often "wrong," but were generally sensible considering their assump- 
tions . . o 

Linn, Levjlqe; Hastings, and Wardrop (1980) developed a statistical 
method for detect i'hg po s^.ible^ as in test, i tems. The,,procedure was to. 
evaluate v/hether, considering level of ability as estimated from total 
test score, ,the mlnori ty g roup^ did better or worse on particular items 
than the^majorlty group. . The method was applied to data from 30,000 black 
^arrd^wHi te chi Idren from the Anchor Test Study (Biachini S Loret, 197^) 
who had taken the Metropolitan reading comprehension test (Durost, Bixler, 
Wrightstone, Trescott J. & Baldw, 1970). Using a s|rlct standard of what 
counts as bias. Linn and his col 1 eagues* i denti f I ed two items consistently 
biased against black fifth and sixth graders, andone which was consistently 
biased in their favor. ^ . , 

A group at the Center' for the Study of Reading did a^content analysis 
ofthe Metropolitan reading comprehension test looking for cultural bias. , 
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Five I terns were judged as probably biased against blacks. These evalua- 
tions were checked using the empirical measure of bias computed by. Lipn 
and his colleagues (1980„ Appendix F).'^ Each of the five items did in 
fact show some bias. However, the content analysi s did not Identify the 
two items that the empirical analysis revealed as most biased^against 
•blacks, though one of the latter two i tems was judged in the content 
analysis as possibly biased. This item involved a passage about-a visit 
of Captain Cook to a group of Islands in the South Pacific. The critical 
section was, 

. . . he called them the Friendly Islands because of the character 
of their people. Today, the Tongans still provide visitors with a . 
warm wel come , ] . . 

The test item asked for the meaning of the word character as it was used 
in the story. Most whites chose nature , the answer scored as correct. 
Blacks frequently chose style . Th\s is a term used more in black than 
white communities, and it can be argued that In its colloquial sense 
style Is more apt than nature as a synonym for character . It is apparent, 
at least, that style is not a wrong answer. 

In summary, when reading material cr./ers an area in which there is ^ 
a clear cultural difference, as Illustrated by the sounding episode used 
in the present research, there are large differences among groups In 
comprehension^ However, because of cultural overlap and because -the 
educational publishing 1 ndustry tri es to avoid bias, such cultural loading 
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as,, may be present in standard! zed .tests , basal readers, and other school 
reading material^ is usually subtle. The trouble we had in predicting 
biased test items from an. a priori content analysis illustrates how 
difficult it can be to detect culturally loaded material. We^l<now such 
material exists, but no one currently has hard evidence about the 
pervasiveness of the problem. Determining its extent shoul d be one of 
the major goals of future research. 

' In the present experiments, for once, a reading passage was biased In 

V 

favor of black Inner-city students since it was based on their Implicit 

.'1 

l<nowledge and system of relevancies. The reaction that many white 
middle-class teachers and students have to Inner-city black students 
t,rying to work their way through cul turally loaded material was mi rrored 
by one of our black male subjects. Upon being told that white children 
understood the letter to be about a fight i nstead .of sound! ng , he looked 
surprised and said, ^»What»s the matter? CanVt they read?" 
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Table 1 ' \ 

\ • • . 

Mean Ratings Given to Fight \ ' 

• ' \ * 

and Sounding Probes, Experiment 1 \ . 







Type of Probe 




Fight 


Sounding 


Black 


2.3 


3.2 


Whi te 


; 2.1 


3.^ 



Note: Ratings on a scale of where .1 meant identical with text and 

^ meant inconsistent with text. 
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Tabl^ 2 



Proportipn^f Protocols 
Showi'ng Theme, Experiment 1 



Theme 



Group j . , Verbal 

Fight Interplay, Other 



Black 
Whi te 



.31 
.61 



.26 
.09 



.30 



11 
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Table 3 

jExaipples of Theme- Revea 1 ing 
'j ^ . 

Disambiguations and Intrusions 



• H ■ ■ ' \ . . I 

Soundi ng . Theme|i| ' \ ' 

Joe had been warned two times already not to fuss and ca.l) people 
out of name and talk about them. 

One of t:Hem . . . started tcNsignify on Bob. 



Fight Theme !|| 

Everybody got into a fight. 



. had tjb' hi t him back. 

Fists vy^ re flying . 

^1 \ • 

Bumplngfone person start the hple fight, 

' " ■ . \ 

Race Theme • . 

; I didnjlt no negroes were ahead of us white people.; 

He s.ai^^d to th^ black boy in back of him to go to the en.d-of the 

line Because ht was black. | 
' I 1 ■ 

The letter I read was about racial discrimination. 

One bdy named Bob was a black boy In a school where mostly white 
people went . 

Combination Fight-Race Theme 

^Boyl . We' were going mad at them niggers |ast Thursday ... We 
killed all those Africans. 

The white boys wanted to fight but the Black boys didn't. 



Cultural Schemata and Reading Comprehension 

38 



Table k 
Mean Ratings Given to Fight 
and Sounding Probes, Experiment 2 



Type of Probe 



Group 



Fight. Sound i ng 



Black 3.0 2.2 

White ^ - 2.2 2.8 

Note: Ratings on a scale of 1-^, where 1 meant identical with text and 
^Tmeant inconsistent with text. 



.41 
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Table 5 
Proportion of Protocols 
5howlng Theme, Experiment 2 







Theme 




Group 


Fight . 


Verbal 
Interplay 


Other 


Black 


.00 


.30 


.70 


Wh i te . 


.22 


.10 


.68 



'9 
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